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A victim’s tale: An auto-ethnographic account of a deceived conference 

delegate 

Dr Jane Essex, University of Strathclyde 

Introduction 

In this chapter, I reflect on my experience as an unwitting victim of academic 

malpractice. I recount attending a predatory conference, focusing on the contextual 

factors that led me to be deceived in this way and the wider implications for myself 

and other academics. Using auto-ethnography, I consider how this experience 

illuminates academic culture more generally, including neoliberal pressures to 

disseminate research, which can enable predatory practices to succeed and 

continue. 

Why look back through an auto-ethnographic lens?  

Despite my long-conditioned anxiety about self-revelation as reliable evidence, the 

request to write about my personal experience furnished me with an opportunity to 

use auto-ethnography for the first time. Initially, it may not appear the obvious choice 

of a trained scientist, as it is not, and cannot be, an objectively verifiable or 

reproducible account of events. Instead it is a phenomenological approach, resting 

upon perception of how the observer/narrator felt about what they lived through (Ellis 

and Bochner, 2000). The inductive analysis of this description then serves to 

understand cultural experiences (Ellis, 2004) and that made it a suitable approach 

for the task. 

I felt it would uphold my integrity by enabling me to be open about my personal 

involvement in the experience I analyse since "silencing of the private is an ethical 

concern for academics” (Dauphinee, 2010, p. 7).  I wanted to produce an account 

that would be powerful and relevant to the intended audience, in keeping with my 

strong commitment to "outing” fraudulent academic practices. My psychological 

investment in what turned out to be a futile piece of professional development work, 

plus the preparation time, travel time and the financial costs, meant that I had paid a 

high personal price for the experience. Recording my story in a first-person form let 
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me claim ownership of my individual experiences and to reconcile myself to the error 

of judgement I made. It also helped me understand my unusually strong individual 

response to what transpired which can, in turn, provide the researcher with strong 

theoretical insight (Anteby, 2013). The emergence of awareness through narrative is 

a characteristic of auto-ethnography, which is both process (recollection and 

inductive pattern finding) and outcome (writing) (Jorgensen, 2002).  

A second justification is that auto-ethnography enables an individual to distance 

themselves from the norms and assumptions of their usual role and environment and 

to bring a constructive strangeness to their experiences.  In this way, the approach 

consciously provides a counter-narrative to the cultivated neutrality of a professional 

persona and actively avoids the tendency to “efface the personal and flatten the 

voice” (Denshire, 2014, p. 831). By contrast, I wanted to analyse my developing 

judgement in the field of academic publishing and conference attendance in a way 

that positions my individual experiences at the heart of my development.  I was also

  drawn to the power of auto-ethnographyas a means of examining the power 

relationships within which my work is located (Reed-Dannahay, 2006).   

The final facet of the methodology was its compatibility with how I speak and write in 

the professional domain. When I shared my experiences with a journalist preparing 

the piece about fraudulent conferences (Grove, 2018), he asked if he could start the 

article with my story, saying that he had planned to ‘”mention it only in passing but 

actually it was far more interesting and revelatory than my other quotes.“ (Personal 

communication, October 11, 2018). I realised I could use my experience as the 

means of analysing the conference as a cultural artefact and a probe into the wider 

culture of academic life. Through this analysis of cultural context, my auto-

ethnography could provide much more than an account of (personal) discontent 

(Denshire, 2014).  

My story 

In 2017 I accepted my second sideways job move, to the University of Strathclyde in 

Glasgow (Scotland), desperate to have a post that would enable me to combine my 

expertise in initial teacher education (ITE) with my research into science for those 

with learning difficulties. I was frustrated that my research career had never 

flourished, despite my intense passion for my research subject and extensive 
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professional experience in the area. My first post had ended quite suddenly, because 

senior leaders decided that it was not viable anymore, due to the introduction of a 

new external ITE assessment framework. The heavy time demands of teacher 

education work had precluded any chance of significant research. Indeed, in my 

second post my line manager told me that I should forget research altogether, my 

only job was teacher education. The move to Strathclyde marked, in my mind, the 

final chance I had to build a substantial research profile.  

I began my quest to be research active even before I had opened the packing cases, 

completing an article of teachers ’views of science outreach for learners with 

disabilities within the first month of my arrival, a testimony to my singleness of 

purpose!  I was already very aware of the complex inter-relationship between 

research, publication and other means of dissemination, plus the need to build 

networks with people whose interests aligned with my own. I had previously attended 

an international conference on inclusive education, where the importance of 

developing these contacts became very evident. The encouragement of 

internationally leading figures in the field kept my passion for the topic alight whilst I 

could not advance my research agenda. Hence, attending an international 

conference seemed a priority for my development in my new environment and to 

extend my profile as a researcher in my new university. Sadly, a search revealed 

there was nothing in my area that summer; the one I had benefited from before was 

not running. However, there was a conference in Canada, though not one I had 

heard of. The host city attracted my attention, though the website did not, as some 

do, spell out the local tourist attractions. (Asadi, 2019); I was left to work out for 

myself why I might wish to visit Toronto and I was more than capable of doing so! 

Nevertheless, inclusion was one of the areas of focus. I noted that there were many 

other fields also being offered, but I imagined that these would be smaller 

conferences within a large overarching congress. With the wisdom of hindsight, I 

realise that this huge range of areas meant that the conference was, at best, of very 

low quality and most likely fraudulent (Kulczycki et al. 2022). 

I went home to talk to my husband about the possibility of attending the conference, 

and he was enthusiastic. Neither of us had ever been to any part of North America 

and the chance to go with financial assistance seemed like a dream come true. So, I 

wrote my abstract, which was quickly accepted by the conference organisers. I then 
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applied for financial support from my department, again successfully. Once the two 

approvals I needed were in place, I started to feel that my dream of visiting an 

international conference was becoming a reality.  

The email of acceptance was remarkably prompt, a full six months ahead of the 

conference. I also noted the slightly abrupt, tone of the email, but was not unduly 

worried. The copyright agreement sent looked professional to my eyes but the 

feedback provided was so generic as to be meaningless. However, I had not 

expected feedback unless the conference organisers wished me to make 

substantive changes, so wasn’t concerned. Other victims, who were already 

suspicious used the pre-conference correspondence to establish that the event was 

bogus (Heasman, 2019) but I was unaware of their exitance at this point, so thought 

nothing more of it. Another warning sign that others have noted but that did not alert 

me is the conference fees. The £350 required for what purported to be a two-day 

conference did not seem inconsistent with the previous international conference that 

I had attended. I did not, therefore, suspect that it was providing profit for organisers 

running the event as a ‘pay-to-play’ event (Cobey et al., 2017) 

In the two weeks before I was due to attend, slight alarm bells began to sound. I had 

not had a flurry of last-minute instructions, updated advice on travel and 

accommodation, late entries to the programme, as I had when I attended the 

previous conference. The list of people presenting on aspects of inclusion seemed 

too small (around 50) for a two-day conference. However, flights and 

accommodation was booked and I felt committed to attending, so I put my anxiety 

down to last minute nerves. Maybe the previous one had been the exception, rather 

than the rule? Looking back, I don’t honestly know whether I would have felt able to 

pull out so close to the event had I known what it really was, and having made public 

my forthcoming attendance I would have found the loss of face devastating. Having 

struggled to get my area of specialism recognised, it would have seemed like a 

betrayal of my work plus the pupils and teachers about whom I was going to present. 

We arrived in the city two days before the conference. I was still making minute 

changes to my presentation. I really wanted my first presentation on the international 

stage to show my research clearly and confidently. I practiced until I was almost 

bored with my own findings! My husband and I went downtown to check out the 
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venue the evening before the scheduled first day and more alarm bells rang. The 

hotel in question didn’t appear to be suitably sized for a major international 

conference. Again, I silenced my worries by reminding myself that I was a research 

conference novice, who couldn’t base any expectations on significant experience. 

With hindsight, I could have asked at the hotel about the scale of the booking. 

Instead I went back to our accommodation and set my alarm in good time to catch 

the bus down to the “conference”. 

I arrived in good time and enquired at the reception desk. The receptionist said, "Oh 

yes, [name of organising company]. They’re up in Room **…”, and directed me to a 

room on the first floor. The entire conference with all those distinctive disciplinary 

strands? I wondered as I mounted the stairs. That must just be the conference 

reception desk, surely? But when I got there, there was no reception desk, only a 

medium-sized meeting room, set out in rows of tables and chairs with a presenter 

setting up at the front. There were about 45 people there in total, rather than the 

hundreds I had expected. I picked up a schedule for the two days, and saw it was 

now reduced to one short day with two hours on the second day. To my horror, I saw 

that presentations on the theme of Inclusion had been allocated just over an hour of 

the whole programme. It dawned on me then that I had travelled halfway around the 

world, and paid around £2500, for nothing. Anger, frustration and worry welled up.  

I wasn’t sure what to do next so sat down and watched. The first set of presentations 

was about agriculture and engineering. Because I have a background in chemistry, I 

was able to make some sense of them, but they seemed utterly irrelevant to my area 

of research. At the break, many others around me said that they couldn’t understand 

a word. Meanwhile, the conference organiser, "Dr” "(the title is fraudulent too) A****, 

began to download the presentations on the theme of inclusion onto his laptop from 

our USB sticks. As I approached him, I asked if he could please allow all those who 

were speaking on the theme to be allocated a separate room afterwards, where we 

could at least hold further discussions about our work and derive a little more value 

from our trip. He declined. So, I spoke to the delegates who were about to present to 

suggest that we meet outside on the mezzanine area after our presentations. We 

presented, now knowing that only a fraction of those present had any interest 

whatsoever in inclusion, and then retreated to the landing at the next coffee break.  



Predatory Practices in Scholarly Publishing and Knowledge Sharing 

6 

 

Only then, as we began to share our anger and concerns over the dismal event that 

we were attending, reflecting on other conferences that we had attended, did we 

collectively realise that this was a fraudulent conference. One delegate did what I 

should have done months sooner, and looked up the conference organisers on the 

internet.  There we found complaints posted and worrying accounts of how this outfit 

was run by three fraudulent members of the same family. One delegate from the 

Indian sub-continent wept, saying that their university only funded conference 

attendance every six years, so she would now be unlikely to get further conference 

support until at least 2024. A full-time wheelchair user had needed to travel without 

the supporter who would normally accompany them, facing significant extra difficulty 

as a result, in order to attend and stay within budget. My conscience was far more 

disturbed by the hardship of other delegates than I could ever have been by my 

individual disappointment. Indeed, I would probably have dismissed my error as 

being down to my own naiveté had it not been for all the other victims.  

Quickly, the conversation turned to what we could do. I phoned my husband to ask 

him to come urgently, lest the situation became threatening or even violent when the 

organiser was challenged. I ran downstairs and asked the hotel staff about the 

booking, explaining that I believed a fraud was being perpetrated on their premises. 

They looked uncomfortable and immediately phoned the police for further advice. 

They also confirmed that no room had been booked for the notional second day of 

the conference, even when they had queried the lack of the expected booking. 

Having spoken to the police, who felt that they had no power to act since the 

business was registered in Dubai, I returned to the group and decided that I was 

going to confront Mr A****  with what we now knew. I put out a couple of Tweets and 

quite quickly responses, from previous victims and action groups, started to appear. I 

decided that I would simply stop the conference immediately and tell all the other 

participants exactly what was (and what wasn’t) going on. 

I felt terrible walking into the room and stopping a presenter mid-sentence. It seemed 

so deeply un-collegial, and the last thing that my years of observing student teachers 

in classrooms had prepared me to do. However, allowing the deception to go 

unchecked struck me as the worse of two bad options. I explained that the 

conference was fraudulent and the others started to share what they had found out 

about the “conference”, the A**** family who owned the business, their history of 
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running a succession of fraudulent conferences, and the associated publishing 

activities. A few people swore, some just quietly packed up their belongings and ran 

out, one calling, "I’m out of here", as they left. Others appeared to feel that it would 

damage their career if they admitted to being duped by the tricksters or simply 

wished to say that they had presented at a conference, no matter how meaningless 

the event turned out to be. I imagine that some would have been worried about not 

getting much needed reimbursement from their institutions if the truth were 

discovered. Around half the delegates appeared not to desire any further interaction 

but I felt then, and still do, that such scams flourish in an environment where deceit is 

kept secret.    

My husband, newly arrived, was charged with deleting all presentations that he could 

find on the laptop as I, and others who had been in the mezzanine area, attempted 

to answer fellow delegates’ questions.  Mr. A**** then snatched up his laptop and 

scurried out of the room; hotel staff reported having last seen him running away from 

the hotel, ignoring the questions they called after his receding figure. Convinced now 

about his criminal intentions to deceive, the receptionist undertook to warn the 

management against accepting future bookings. 

I suggested that those who remained might wish to remain in touch as an informal 

support group and most of those still there gave me some contact details, 20 in all 

who probably represented almost half of those who attended. We sat around and 

chatted for a while, about the signs that we should have spotted, the chain of events 

that had led to each of us to being there. Each story was unique, but we all shared 

the dubious honour of all having been fooled by a crook. One had genuinely believed 

that she would be talking to fellow academics in the field of inclusion, another had 

been looking to further her career by adding a conference presentation to her CV, 

whilst a third was (like me) working in a very specialist area and believed that the 

breath of the conference increased their chance of interacting with academics with 

related research areas. One also mentioned the appeal of the location, although this 

was not the sole or even primary reason for the choice. Many of us were shocked 

that such a widely documented malpractice had not been brought to a permanent 

halt already; we were unaware of the existence of such conferences until we were 

victims. 
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At that point of the "post mortem", the lunch that had been booked arrived and the 

mood lifted. Anger and frustration were replaced by some laughter at the 

outrageousness of the scam, along with resignation to what had happened. 

Afterwards, we ascertained where the accessible area of the nearby beach was and 

about eight of us went down there so that we could say that we had seen something 

of the city other than a fraudulent conference in a chain hotel.  

In the following weeks, I engaged in a one-way correspondence with the conference 

organisers prohibiting them from using any of my material. I successfully requested 

that my conference fee (£400) be recovered by my credit card provider. I also gave 

an interview to a journalist at a UK weekly publication about Higher Education who 

had seen my social media posts about what happened when I halted the conference. 

Another delegate had alerted hotels scheduled to host the same organizer at 

"conference” venues in their home country about their true nature. Despite these 

efforts, I notice that the organisers continue to have an online presence, though 

Covid has now forced them to halt in-person conferences at "honey pot “ 

destinations. On-line events will at least incur considerably less financial loss, though 

the theft of intellectual property remains a very real threat. I kept in touch with those 

on the mailing list for some months afterwards, letting the others know about the 

various actions I had taken. Now, after nearly four years, I am not even sure that I 

would recognise anyone on the mailing list now if I met them again in person.  

At an individual level, I decided to "come clean” upon my return and, to my relief, the 

Head of School declined my offer to forego the promised financial support for 

attending the conference. Some fellow delegates wrote back sharing their 

experience of telling colleagues about what had happened, one reporting that their 

line managers had laughed, as if it was a “hit” that the wider system could sustain. 

Conversely, another victim sent me a heartfelt message, Thanks for the update 

Jane. I WISH the crook is brought to justice. (Delegate, personal communication, 

August 22, 2018) However, activity arising from the conference did not completely 

cease when we left Canada. One delegate let me know later that they had used their 

presentation as the basis for a published paper, and I am now authoring this book 

chapter and continuing to highlight the problem of fraudulent conferences and 

publications.  
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Analysis and discussion 

An inductive analysis of the preceding narrative indicates that there are five features 

of academic life that are highlighted by my experiences. 

1. Performativity pressures fuel fraudulent practices 

 

If we are to eliminate susceptibility to deceit, the institutional drivers of engagement 

with fraudulent practices need to be acknowledged openly. Pressure to publish and 

create professional collaborations can lead academics to be less cautious that they 

might otherwise be in pursuit of outcomes that are valued by their institution. My 

public admission that I had been a victim was intended to highlight the fact that 

victims are not stupid or feckless. They have valid explanations which include a 

sector-wide environment that pre-disposed us to engagement. In my case, these 

were previously thwarted research aspirations combined with a desire to promote 

new approaches to educational inclusion. However, I locate the enactment of these 

desires within a context of ubiquitous performativity pressures upon academics. 

These affect individuals both directly and indirectly, through pressures on their 

institution to demonstrate research performance in an education “market place”. Only 

the most naive staff do not recognise the neo-liberal pressures that shape not only 

their day-to-day work, but also inform the ways in which institutions project their 

image to their potential students and other funders. Potential “customers” use 

performance metrics and soft data to identify “top” institutions. The profile of the 

university, in terms of research undertaken, its impact and the prestige of its “brand” 

all enhance future student recruitment and investment, bringing corresponding job 

security. At an individual level, work that is seen as improving the university’s profiles 

is also likely to lead to career enhancement, and be accompanied by promotion. 

These cultural pressures operating at both individual and institutional level create an 

atmosphere in which academics are susceptible to fraudulent practices (Pecorari, 

2021). In addition to these incentives there is also the threat posed by external 

monitoring mechanisms which provide external corroboration of a university’s 

academic standing. My own working life was completely overturned by a new Initial 

Teacher Education (ITE) inspection framework and, in the UK, the quality of 

research output is regularly assessed according to the Research Excellent 
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Framework (REF). The REF assessment is a key marker that students and investors 

use in selecting where to invest their money and efforts.  

 

 

2. Academic institutions fail to police predatory practices  

Whilst early-career academics may be especially vulnerable to fraudulent 

conferences, they must not be seen in isolation from their wider academic culture. If 

awareness about academic fraud was as ubiquitous as, say the importance of 

cybersecurity or the need for ethicality in research, the two more experienced 

academics would have picked it up during their many years of employment. The 

ready approval of my funding by senior colleague implies that they were no better 

briefed about predatory conferences than I had been, or that they knew but didn’t 

take the risk seriously. The event I attended met a number of the characteristics 

identified in multiple published descriptions; these features are described below. The 

fact that it didn’t fulfil all of them is, perhaps, a tribute to the ingenuity of the 

organisers in remodeling their operation in response to such checklists. The 

commercial agility of the enterprises running fake conferences, most recently in the 

rapid adoption of digital conferencing technologies during the Covid-19 pandemic, 

may make detection more difficult. For instance, their ability to re-form quickly under 

a new title may limit the value of publishing the names of fraudulent conferences, 

even though this is what some authors advocate (Sonne et al., 2020). However, 

publicising the characteristics commonly associated with fraudulent conferences, set 

out in point 3., would seem to have a greater level of applicability and be of more 

enduring value in the quest to end the fraud.  

To counter the risk of mistaken enrolment at such fraudulent events, I would endorse 

the recommendation of Lang et al. (2019) that universities need to pre-emptively 

reduce staff vulnerability to dishonest practices. Suitable mechanisms would include 

routine training on dissemination that included explicit teaching on the dangers of 

fraudulent publications and conferences. I would also suggest that training materials 

be made freely available, possibly to be read in conjunction with an auditing tool for 

evaluating conferences in advance of applying for them. The fact that experienced 

staff were also deceived makes me feel that staff who have limited experience of 

research dissemination should be included in routine training, regardless of their 
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years of service. They might also be helped by some coaching support to help them 

to identify their individual professional targets and how to select the publications and 

conferences best suited to their work.  

 

Beyond this, I believe that institutions need to create an environment where victims 

of such activity are encouraged to report incidents and are supported when they do. 

“Victim blaming” encourages non-reporting and creates a cover-up that benefits 

organisers whilst harming academics. As McCrostie (2018, p. 7) observes, “the 

enemy is us” as long as victims of academic fraudulent practices are made to feel 

that they cannot speak openly. The sharing of conference experiences, could create 

a very useful data base to guide future applicants and ensure that experience, even 

negative, could be used constructively. 

3. Academics need to know how to recognise fraudulent conferences 

With hindsight, and having read about the subject in the light of my experiences, I 

now realise that that conference I attended exhibited several of these “red flag” 

features. Had I been forewarned about these, I believe I could have avoided falling 

prey to fraudulent practice. My experience suggest that, as Eaton (2018) identifies, 

inexperienced academics are especially vulnerable to fraudulent practice. However, 

the scale is huge and indicates that the abuse is seen across the sector. A recent 

study indicates that 87% of academics who had participated in a fraudulent 

conference or published in a predatory journal, or were not aware of whether they 

had, simply had, like me, simply not know about them (Elliott et al. 2022). The 

features that I know now should have alerted me have all been documented by 

previous authors, had  I but known of the need to refer to them. The indicative  

features were 

 

a. Poor quality of feedback. As McCrostie (2018) and Pecorari (2021) both note, 

vacuous feedback is a warning sign that the focus is not an academic 

exchange and professional development but on profit for the organisers. 

Comments such as that I received, which was “makes an important 

contribution” are too vague to be meaningful, flattering though they are. From 

my own experience, I now understand this to have been a further 
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smokescreen to obscure the fraudulent nature of the conference with faux 

professionalism at no cost, since the feedback was unspecific and could have 

been sent to all delegates. I now recognize that the communication was 

intentionally deceptive and intended to persuade academics to part with 

money in the first instance and then original work, which the organisers could 

publish for profit. 

b. The highly multi-disciplinary nature of the conference, intended to maximize 

paid engagement, should have alerted me to its true nature (Asadi et al., 

2018). This universality was also reflected in the conference title which 

denoted the fact that it was an international event, and so more highly rated 

as a mechanism for showing the impact of the presentations. These two 

devices may make people working in areas that do not have an obvious 

subject or regional conference to attend, such as me, more likely to enroll 

since they feel that the conference presents work from the widest possible 

range of contributors. 

c. A lack of transparency about the structure and membership of the conference 

committee and other matters of governance, including the conference 

programme. The latter was a key factor in my process of recognizing the 

nature of the event but, by the time I got it, I had travelled to the venue. To 

this might be added the provenance of the registration of any associated 

commercial group. As I discovered, some locations put organisers beyond the 

law. 

d. The venue being an attractive tourist destination (Sharma & Verna, 2020). 

which, if not being a deciding factor, may induce some to suspend their 

incredulity about other aspects of the event. 

If common features of fraudulent conferences were widely shared, and education on 

the risks such events pose integrated into staff development programmes, it would 

be reasonable to expect staff to take responsibility for scrutinizing their conference 

choices. I had never even heard of the practice when I booked my place, so could 

not make coherent sense of the things that “didn’t quite add up”. With the information 

I now have, I would be well placed to avoid similar events in the future; I just wish 
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that I had been aware of the phenomenon before I ever started to look for a suitable 

conference. 

 

4. Individuals and institutions are harmed to varying degrees 

On the day of the event I was struck by the awareness that the organiser now had a 

significant amount of original academic material, including research data and could 

publish it for profit without any of the authors having editorial rights of any kind. The 

exploitation of research by the organisers might result in legitimate work not being 

read or cited (Pecorari, 2021). This danger more than justifies the decision to remove 

presentation materials from the organiser’s laptop in an attempt to prevent work 

being devalued by dishonest use. This is a possible consequence that an early- 

career academic may not understand the full implications of; I certainly doubt I would 

have done so. Institutions are also penalized for their staff’s engagement with 

fraudulent practice. The first harm to the institution is financial, as they are paying for 

staff to attend events that are of no professional benefit to them when the same 

sums could be spent on genuinely beneficial development activity. The second harm 

is reputational, which may affect future recruitment and funding, as described 

previously. In response to the latter risk, some academics suggest explicit penalties 

for anyone found using deceitful dissemination mechanisms (Pecorari, 2021). 

Introducing such a sanction might focus greater attention on how to avoid such 

publications and conferences in the first place. Conversely, others maintain that this 

may penalise innocent victims, and it would certainly be punitive if it was carried out 

without commensurate support to help staff identify fraudulent operations.  

 

However, the impact of these losses are not felt equally. Whilst the drivers that lead 

people to engage with fraudulent practice, knowingly or not, are similar across 

academia (Memon & Aziz, 2018), the consequences appear to be far greater for 

academics in low income countries. In the self-selecting group of victims who chose 

to remain in touch, there were two such victims. One of these stated that they would 

not now get support for conference attendance for another six years, because of the 

university’s financial situation. Another sent an email expressing a high level of 

distress at what had happened. The open sharing of information about perpetrators 
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and their strategies, as described in point 2, might mitigate this harm, and offer 

protection to the most vulnerable institutions and individuals. In an atmosphere of 

transparency about fraudulent practice I would have been equipped with the 

knowledge necessary to avoid succumbing to exploitation. As it was, my response at 

the time could only be reactive. Nevertheless, since the incident I have made 

concerted efforts to publicise the risks posed by fraudulent academic activities, 

knowing that I will not be penalized by my employer. This is not a liberty enjoyed by 

all my fellow victims. 

5. Predatory practices disproportionately harm inexperienced academics 

 

Of all the delegates whose story was known to me, only two of us had long (over 10 

years’) experience of academia. This over-representation of inexperienced staff 

being misled by fraudulent conference organisers is typical (Sharma & Verna, 2020), 

and is seen across the full range of academic disciplines. The effect appears to be 

universal too, if our group was typical, with victims from countries as diverse as 

Australia and Zambia, and from disciplines as disparate as Disability Studies and 

Precision Agriculture. Apart from the two “outliers”, everyone would have been 

classified as an early-career academic. As such, we were experiencing pressures to 

disseminate our research, build up international networks and to enhance our profile. 

These pressures are felt very acutely by those with the least substantial track record 

of research performance and make people prey to being unwitting victims of 

fraudulent practices, as well as tempting some who may engage knowingly (Jakhar 

& Kaur, 2019). I was certainly highly focused on demonstrating research outcomes 

at the point that I fell prey to the organisers. Lack of experience is not the only pre-

disposing factor to being deceived by the organisers of “fake conferences”. The more 

academically experienced victims had succumbed to deceipt not just because of 

performativity pressures but also because of conflicting work priorities, infrequent 

eligibility for financial support for conference attendance and working very specialist 

research areas that did not have a ready conference “home”. The result of these 

factors was that the delegates with more years of service had enjoyed fewer 

opportunities to attend conferences than might be expected and so were 

inexperienced relative to our academic “age”.  
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This aspect of the story suggests that far more support is required, especially for 

early-career academics, to help them to identify invitations or opportunities that 

could, paradoxically, jeopardise their career trajectory. Conferences are, rightly, held 

to make an important contribution to academic life but only if they are chosen 

strategically to have an appropriate developmental and subject focus for the 

individual (Memon & Aziz, 2018). I would venture that far more training is needed on 

where to disseminate, rather than simply on the importance of dissemination. Staff 

need training in evaluating conferences, similar to the explicit training we often get in 

selecting journals to target for publications. Selection is often made on the grounds 

of “custom and practice” but this isn’t helpful if you are inexperienced or working in a 

novel or unrecognized field for which no conference precedents have been set. The 

characteristics of unsuitable events are well-documented (see, for example, Asadi et 

al., 2017: Cobey et al., 20127; Eason, 2018; Lang et al., 2019; McCrostie, 2018; 

Pecorari, 2021) and could form the basis of a brief audit that staff might be required 

to complete prior to finalizing their choice of conference. The very existence of such 

a list of characteristics would alert staff to the possibility of such events and could be 

a useful educational tool to help them to spot potentially problematic events. 

Conclusion 

The experience of being duped by a fraudulent conference was shocking at the time, 

but reflecting within an auto-ethnographic framework has enabled me to recognize 

the contextual factors that make people like me vulnerable to such deceit. These 

include institutional pressures to achieve key performance indicators and individual 

ambition. Combined with a lack of widespread awareness of fraudulent practice, 

such pressures create an environment where people are prone to academic fraud. In 

the light of my reflections upon my experience, I advocate academic institutions to 

establish a raft of measures to forewarn academics about fraudulent practices and to 

ensure that victims can come forward and be supported. If all academics were 

informed and are vigilant, the organisers of fraudulent events could be put out of 

business, once and for all. 
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